Engaging Consumers Through Branded Smartphone Applications: A Study of Self-Congruenvy and Customer Brand Engagement by Thomson, A et al.
 1 
 
Engaging the Consumer Through Branded Smartphone Applications: A Study of Self-
Congruency and Customer Brand Engagement. 
 
Alexandra Thomson, The University of Adelaide, alexandra.thomson@adelaide.edu.au 
Sally Rao Hill, The University of Adelaide, sally.raohill@adelaide.edu.au 





Recent development in mobile technology provides marketers with the opportunity to further 
connect with customers. The aim of this research is to examine the influence of brand-self fit 
on customer brand engagement, thus provide a better understanding of how consumers are 
influenced by branded smartphone applications. Relevant literature on brand-self fit and 
customer brand engagement is reviewed to build a conceptual framework describing the role 
of smartphone branded applications upon which propositions are developed.   
 




In recent years there has been rapid growth in the adoption of smartphones; as such 
smartphone applications have attracted increasing attention as a marketing communications 
platform for engaging consumers (Kim, Lin, & Sung, 2013). Smartphones provide marketers 
with the opportunity to develop branded applications that will create a unique content rich 
experience between consumers and a brand, thus engaging consumers more effectively. 
Currently smartphone devices have a central role in the mobile communications landscape, 
and growth in market share is predicted to be strong throughout the next five years (Gelenbe 
et al., 2013).  
 
Existing research shows that marketers are beginning to create brand communication through 
branded smartphone applications (Kim et al., 2013) and as such, the manner in which 
consumers engage and identify with a brand through branded applications is a major concern 
to marketers. There is a plethora of business press but limited academic literature in the area 
of smartphone applications that could provide marketers with direction as to how to utilise 
apps to increase engagement. Despite substantial attention being paid to smartphone 
applications, empirical research of branded applications is still limited (Kim et al., 2013). To 
date, customer brand engagement has been examined in the literature through online brand 
communities, and digital platforms (Calder, Malthouse, & Schädel, 2009). However, the way 
in which consumers associate themselves with brands has yet to be studied within an 
application context. It is therefore imperative that research be conducted in this context, to 
assist markers in developing meaningful and engaging communication to consumers.  
 
This research aims to propose a new conceptual framework that depicts how interacting with 
brands through a new platform will affect levels of engagement, and the extent to which brand 
personality transfer will occur. A brief literature review of customer brand engagement and 
brand-self fit theory is reviewed. In this paper, the significance of research will be discussed. 
The objectives, contributions to academia and practice, and key concepts will be outlined. 
This conceptual paper makes an important contribution in forging links between customer 






Customer Brand Engagement 
Customer brand engagement is the total level of a customer’s cognitive, emotional, 
and behavioural activities as a result of brand interactions.  It is the level of an 
individual customer’s motivational, brand related, and context dependent state of 
mind (Hollebeek, 2011). Within marketing literature, consumer engagement has 
been largely developed from related disciplines such as psychology and social 
sciences (Brodie, Hollebeek, Jurić, & Ilić, 2011). It draws from the service 
dominant logic and relationship marketing theories and is based on the assumption 
that value is co-created through interactive experience. Specific consumer 
behaviours are manifestations of interactive, value co-creative experiences with 
organisations (Brodie et al., 2011). Moreover, interactivity between the consumer 
and a brand is considered not only a distinct concept, but is viewed as an antecedent 
required for engagement to occur. Co-created value is defined as the perceived level 
of value created in the mind of the consumer through interactions with the brand. 
Similarly, customer brand experience is conceptually related engagement to be 
momentary yet to have strong personal meaning which may illicit cognitive or 
behavioural responses (Hollebeek, 2011). 
 
Mollen and Wilson (2010) argued that engagement is the outcome of continual interaction 
between the consumer and the brand that reinforces the emotional, psychological, or physical 
commitment to the brand. Furthermore, manifestations of engagement are described in the 
literature as a dynamic concept that may vary from short-term, highly volatile, to long-term, 
relatively stable processes. In addition, levels of engagement are likely to vary across 
engagement contexts (Brodie et al., 2011). Closely related to brand loyalty (Bowden, 2009), 
engagement describes the strength of the relationship between a consumer and a brand. 
 
The conceptual foundations and dimensionality of engagement has been an issue within 
marketing literature. Though definitions of engagement largely reflect cognitive, emotional, 
and/or behavioural dimensionality (Bowden, 2009; Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek, 2011), the 
expression of cognitive, emotional, and behavioural dimensions varies across subjects and 
contexts. It is suggested that engagement is the emotional congruence with the brand schema 
encountered in an online environment. However, the development of self-concept and brand 
engagement has been explored in literature through the degree of relevance to which 
consumers incorporate brands into their lives. Engagement and the self-concept is defined as 
the individual difference of a consumer’s propensity to include important brands as part of 
how they view themselves (Sprott, Czellar, & Spangenberg, 2009). Recently in literature, the 
proposition of a multidimensional construct of engagement encompassing cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioural dimensions has been accepted (Bowden, 2009; Brodie et al., 
2011; Hollebeek, 2011; Vivek, Beatty, & Morgan, 2012).  
 
Within the digital context, connectivity between brands and consumers is fast approaching an 
ubiquitous “anytime and anyplace” norm (Montgomery & Chester, 2009). For example, 
online brand communities facilitate. Consumer connecting and identifying with the brand 
(Sicilia & Palazón, 2008), increase the rate and intensity of customer engagement. As well as 
provide increased flexibility for customer-brand interactions through the customer’s control 
over the level of interaction (Sawhney, Verona, & Prandelli, 2005). The proposition of 
possessions as part of the extended self has been explored in literature relating to self-concept 
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(Belk, 1988). The increasingly participatory nature of digital media can act as an antecedent 
to engagement (Montgomery & Chester, 2009). 
 
In addition, theoretical links can be drawn between customer brand engagement and research 
into the Internet. Mobile marketing activity conducted through a ubiquitous network to which 
consumers are constantly connected using a personal mobile device (Kaplan, 2012). Bauer 
(2005) indicated in their work in the field of digital media that attributes of mobile marketing 
include personalization, ubiquity, interactivity and localization. Ubiquity and interactivity can 
be seen as closely associated with involvement, which is an engagement antecedent. Branded 
smartphone applications act as a channel of marketing communication, having recently been 
defined in literature as software downloadable to a mobile device which prominently displays 
a brand identity, often via the name of the app, and the appearance of a brand logo or icon 
throughout the user experience (Kim et al., 2013). Branded smartphone applications aim to 
provide consumers with content-rich experiences to lead to further overall engagement with 
the brand. The following section analyses the construct of self-concept, leading to the 
discussion of self-congruity and brand personality. 
 
Self-Congruity Theory 
The self-concept is an individual’s schema set, or cognitive generalisations about the self 
derived from past experience and memory (Markus, 1977) and forms the theoretical 
grounding for self-congruity theory. It is used by an individual to facilitate the processing of 
self-related information from social experiences. The self-concept has been shown to be 
descriptive of an individual’s personality. Whether products perceived as symbols were 
organised into congruent relationships with the self-concept has been examined in consumer 
behaviour literature, and the results indicated that a stronger ideal self influenced the 
consumer’s decision when selecting brands (Dolich, 1969; Sirgy, 1982). The influence of 
self-concept on consumer behaviour has been defined by self-congruity theory (Sirgy, 1986) 
as a consumers behaviour determined, in part, by the congruence resulting from a 
psychological comparison involving the product-user image and the consumer’s self-concept. 
 
Self-congruity theory therefore represents the match between a consumer’s self-concept and 
the user image of a given brand.  Furthermore, the inclusion of brands as part of the self is 
acknowledged as the basis for which consumers construct their associations with brands 
(Belk, 1988; Liu, Sprott, & Spangenberg, 2012; Sprott et al., 2009). Theoretically, self-
congruity theory could be used to explain some elements of customer brand engagement. 
Sprott et al. (2009) conceptualised a construct that shows brand engagement and self-concept 
positively affects various brand related attitudes and behaviours. For example, the consumer 
attitude of brand loyalty is stronger for consumers with heightened brand engagement and 
self-concept. Brand loyalty through this concept influences purchase behaviour and 
preference towards branded products. Furthermore, consumer identity has been identified as a 
customer based antecedent to customer brand engagement through the concept of self-
enhancement (Van Doorn et al., 2010). 
 
Self-concept has been conceptualised as a malleable-self, being dynamic and capable of 
change (Campbell, 1990; Liu et al., 2012; Markus & Wurf, 1987). Self-concept has been 
constructed as having more than one component. A dual construct of self-concept, the actual 
self-concept and the ideal self-concept, has been argued for in literature (Belch, 1978; Dolich, 
1969; Ross, 1971). Empirical studies by Dolich (1969) and Ross (1971), suggests ideal-self 
more closely explains brand preference than the actual self. Similarly, research suggest that 
self congruity motivates consumers to process information and heightens involvement with 
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the brand, and has been shown to have paramount importance in predicting brand loyalty 
(Kressmann et al., 2006). In the following section brand personality is analysed, leading to a 
discussion of its significance to self-congruity theory. 
 
Personality Based Congruence 
Brand personality is defined as the set of human characteristics associated with a brand, and is 
conceptualised as consisting of five dimensions; sincerity, excitement, competent, 
sophisticated, and rugged (Aaker, 1997).  Brand personality has been established in self-
congruity theory within the literature (Aggarwal & Mcgill, 2012; Malär, Krohmer, Hoyer, & 
Nyffenegger, 2011).  Furthermore, better alignment between the intended brand personality 
and realised brand personality has been positively associated in customer brand engagement 
antecedents including brand loyalty and involvement (Kressmann et al., 2006). The symbolic 
use of brands is made possible by consumers attaching human personality traits, and using 
brands to express, affirm or enhance their self-concept (Aaker, 1997; Park & John, 2010). 
Similarly, empirical literature suggests that brand personalities rubbed off on consumers when 
using a product (Park & John, 2010; Ross, 1971). In addition, anthropomorphised brands had 
extended influence on consumers outside of the brand context, positively affecting lifestyle 
and decision making by reducing risk and complexity (Aggarwal & Mcgill, 2012). 
 
Towards a New Conceptualisation of Brand-Self Fit on Customer Brand Engagement 
The role of self-concept on customer brand engagement can be seen through the influence of 
brand-self fit on attitudinal and behavioural consequences leading to engagement (Brodie et 
al., 2011). Brand associations are used to construct an individual’s self-concept and as a 
meaning of communicating one’s self to others (Moore & Homer, 2008). While a consumers’ 
positive experience with a brand may forge a meaningful and personal connection to the 
brand, such that the brand itself becomes more closely associated with the consumer’s self-
concept (Moore & Homer, 2008). Brand-self fit is strongly related to brand attitude and 
strength of attitude (Moore & Homer, 2008), similarly customer brand engagement can be a 
powerful reinforcing factor for brand preferences and consumer’s social identity through the 
ideal-self (Van Doorn et al., 2010). Literature further indicates the idea of customers viewing 
themselves as a brand through customer brand engagement by allowing the individual 
expression of one’s preferred contextual self (Hollebeek, 2011). 
 
Despite general agreement surrounding the positive affect between self-concept and brand 
engagement, the underlying assumption within this relationship is that consumers will vary in 
their propensity to possess brand related schemas (Belk, 1988; Sprott et al., 2009). Markus 
(1977) established in literature that the self-schema can guide an individual’s behaviour 
through the notion of the self-concept. Similarly, brand-schema has been investigated as a 
potential moderator of consumption behaviour and overall brand engagement (Liu et al., 
2012; Markus, 1977). Literature suggests that brand-self fit heightens consumers brand 
satisfaction and loyalty through the process of functional congruity and product involvement 
(Kressmann et al., 2006), therefore acting as a variable influencing various customer brand 




Following the review of literature, the following conceptual framework in Figure 1 and 
propositions have been developed. The framework suggests that the ideal self will be 
congruent with the brand personality of the brand that is embedded in a smartphone 
application. This congruence will result in a behavioural action of ‘using’ the application, 
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which will positively influence engagement. That is, the brand-self fit between a consumer 
and the brand will have a positive influence on overall customer brand engagement. The 
framework also suggests a cyclical link, increase in engagement, will result in the consumers’ 
ideal self-becoming more congruent with the brand’s personality. Based on attributes 
associated with mobile marketing, such as ubiquity and connectivity, it is proposed that 
overall customer brand engagement with be higher for branded smartphone applications than 
for other branded communications. This gives rise to the following testable propositions.  
P1: Strong initial brand-self-fit results in higher levels of engagement. 
P2: Post brand-self-fit is stronger than ex ante brand-self-fit due to usage and increase in 
customer brand engagement. 
P3: Overall customer brand engagement will be higher for branded smartphone applications 
than for other branded marketing communications. 
 
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
 
Contributions of Research 
 
Customer brand engagement as a concept has not been extensively empirically tested. Current 
empirical exploration of customer brand engagement has resulted in limited predictive power 
and understanding of antecedents. To date, customer brand engagement has been examined in 
literature through online communities and digital platforms; however, there exists very little 
exploration of engagement within a mobile context. Thus, this paper proposes a framework 
that will examine customer brand engagement within branded smartphone applications. 
Finally, self-concept has been examined within literature in relation to purchase intention and 
brand preference. Literature suggests that self-congruity heightens consumer involvement and 
loyalty with a brand. There is an apparent gap within the literature in investigating the 
influence of self-congruency and customer brand engagement. Consumers’ self-concept has 
been examined in relation to brand personality and various antecedents and consequences of 
engagement. This paper proposes to investigate the relationship between self-concept and 
brand personality’s influence on customer brand engagement within smartphone branded 
applications. The proposed framework has implications for both marketing practice and 
theory. The research offers to explain engagement through the notion of self-concept. 
Moreover the research extends existing theory to the new context of smartphone application 
usage. Finally, this will aid marketers in developing meaningful brand communications and 
overall digital strategies for brands. An empirical investigation of this framework in future 






















research could yield valuable insights for understanding the mechanisms underlying the 
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